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1 Introduction 
Participatory mapping with communities is not just a technical exercise; it is done with political objectives in mind. It can be done to protect and legalise land, to plan for economic development, to provide materials for environmental education, to strengthen cultural identity and political organisation and for a variety of other objectives. If there were no political agenda involved in mapping land, there would be no reason for going through a time-consuming and demanding mapping exercise. In regions where indigenous people and their governments have generally hostile relations, the political ground must be carefully prepared in advance of the mapping work in the communities. Above all, it is important to be open and transparent about what one is doing. The best way to do this is to make contact with the appropriate government agencies and describe the methodology and where the mapping is to be done. Briefings might also be given to non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working in the same region on similar issues.
2 TECHNICAL AND POLITICAL MAPS
Participatory mapping with communities often raises red flags with government agencies. It is done for political reasons – to claim, protect and legalise land; to protect natural resources; to strengthen political organisation – and in many regions of the world this is seen by national governments as threatening. Participatory mapping can be seen as either a tool or a weapon. The aim is not just to make maps – it is to produce maps that can be useful to the communities. The mapping is done because there is a problem – the region is being invaded by colonists, cattle ranchers, loggers, petroleum or mining companies – and this makes the idea of mapping politically sensitive. 

There is often confusion over the meaning and purpose of maps. The confusion comes from the fact that they are both “technical” and “political” in nature. Professional cartographers and GIS specialists tend to see them as technical, because they are concerned with the production of maps. Drafting maps is a technical exercise that demands specialised and technical skills. 
The political nature of maps surfaces when they are put to use. This is especially the case when maps are used to claim or defend land and to consolidate political power. In the late nineteenth century, a group of European nations took the map of Africa and divided it into their “possessions” and the same thing has been done all over the globe for centuries, resulting in the definition of empires and nation states. Maps are today being used by governments and multinational corporations to define concessions for timber, mining and petroleum companies, and conservationists are using them to identify land for wildlife reserves and protected areas. In short, maps are used to take control of real estate.

3 EMPOWERMENT
When rural villagers engage in participatory mapping, the political stakes are inverted; indigenous and traditional people use the maps to take control of their lands and, by extension, thwart government land-grabbing and the incursion of extractive industries seeking timber, minerals or petroleum. So how should one present the idea of participatory mapping to government agencies? 
It is important to make contacts with the appropriate government agencies and clearly explain what is going to be done some months before the mapping work begins. This should not be done half-heartedly; it should be thoroughly planned with carefully prepared presentations. Initial visits can deal with general themes; as the project comes together and staff are hired, more specific presentations can be given using maps and explaining how the methodology works. 
4 Types of Agencies
Make a thorough study of the appropriate government agencies and key NGOs. Some will be sympathetic toward community projects of this sort, and they can be brought in as allies; there may be NGOs that work on similar issues, and they might be interested in learning about the methodology. It will be necessary to get some form of permission, formal or informal, from other government agencies to do the mapping. Without a green light from them, nothing can be done. They may be suspicious and even hostile. This will vary among countries and among regions within countries. If this occurs, a strategy must be developed to convince them that the project is not threatening and to allow the project to move forward. 
In other words, not every presentation to government agencies and NGOs will be the same; each presentation must be tailored specifically to the audience. How it is tailored will depend on having a thorough knowledge of the audience. For example, the presentation to a government mapping agency will be more technical than the presentation given to the ministry that deals with land rights. 
5 Government Mapping Agencies
The government mapping agencies are a special case, and they should be included early in the schedule of visits. While cartographers are aware of the political nature of maps, their focus is on the technical nature of maps. It is strongly recommended that an effort be made to enlist the active participation of government cartographers in participatory mapping projects. This does not mean that they control the project; they are simply participants in the technical/cartographic subteam. 
There are several reasons for making some sort of arrangement with the government mapping agency:

· In many countries, the most skilled, experienced cartographers work for the government, either with the official mapping agency or with a cartographic division of some ministry. Where this is the case, it is difficult to find competent cartographers outside of this circle;
· Government cartographers generally have access to information that independent cartographers are unable to access. This includes base maps, aerial photographs and satellite images;
· Using government employees on the project team gives the project an “official” seal of approval that it otherwise would not have. It provides transparency, which would not be the case if government employees were not present. Having a government cartographer present erases the suspicion that something subversive is afoot;  
· Having government people on the project gives it more credibility in the eyes of the government, which is valuable when the maps are produced. If there is no government presence, it is easy for officials to say that the maps do not meet their standards and dismiss them as invalid.

6 Approach to Visits 
Keep the presentation as technical as possible. Explain the methodology – how information is gathered in the communities, how this information is incorporated into GIS, how aerial photographs and satellite images are used, and so forth – i.e. how the maps are put together. 
Then there is the matter of how the maps will be used. We all know that they can be used in a number of ways and that they are not just static pieces of paper with drawings on them. In explaining their uses, avoid coming out with a stridently political agenda, such as claiming land rights or blocking the entrance to extractive enterprises. Stress that good, accurate maps are needed as a basis for discussion about land policies. Indeed, maps are excellent visual documents displaying landscapes upon which rational, measured negotiations may be based. They are objective and easily understood and interpreted by all, including government officials and village elders. In this sense, maps can be seen as useful in any process of conflict resolution in areas where there are disputes over land and natural resources. 
Maps are also valuable in planning economic development and conducting environmental education programmes. These purposes are not threatening. To the contrary, they serve to defuse tensions, reach compromises and bring people on all sides into agreement. They facilitate discussion rather than confrontation. These are positive examples of the uses of maps.

If the government agencies know what is going on, they are much more likely to allow a mapping project to move forward without disturbance. The key is transparency. In regions where political tensions are high, visits should be paid to local police and military for clearance to operate in the area. Everything will be out in the open and the government’s suspicions will be greatly minimised, if not eliminated altogether. 
Contacts with government agencies and NGOs should be maintained during the course of the project. This can be done by inviting government officials and NGO representatives to visit any workshop activities during the project so that they can see for themselves how the maps are being created.  
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